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Abstract:  
Narrating is simultaneously self-interpretation and self-construction. People make sense of their 
lives and create their identities through an active process of assembling and applying meaning to 
memories, experiences, thoughts, actions and passions. Such a process can usefully be described as 
a bricolage: life narratives are created as an assemblage of scattered experiences and events. 
Through the particular way in which they are arranged, the storyteller constructs what Paul Ricoeur 
(1992) calls a “narrative identity”; that is, an identity which is organised through and specific to the 
story told. Applying this notion of narrative as bricolage to ‘Heywire’ – an Australian youth life 
storytelling project – this paper discusses the unique affordances that the process of storytelling 
offers in terms of identity and the way new, digital technologies and the internet augment the 
features of life narratives. It argues that narrative, in addition to new media, offers important tools 
through which young people who participate in the Heywire project make sense of personal 
experiences and craft their own identities in powerful and purposeful ways.  
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Introduction 
 
To create and tell stories about our lives – to narrate – is to actively engage in a process of sense-
making, self-interpretation and self-construction.  Individuals interpret and make meaning of their 
experiences, and craft and articulate their identities through an active, conscious process of 
storytelling. Opportunities for narrative therefore provide both occasion and space for making sense 
of one’s experiences and for creating and expressing an identity, both to oneself and others. In this 
paper, philosopher Paul Ricoeur’s theory of “narrative identity” is discussed and applied to ‘Heywire’ 
– an Australian youth life storytelling project – in order to demonstrate how young people construct 
and express their identities through the narratives they share on the project’s website. The concept 
of bricolage is then drawn in to further illustrate the constructedness and purposefulness of life 
narratives as well as the resulting narrative identity – features which are augmented by the 
affordances of an online environment. On the Heywire website, young people craft and express their 
stories and their selves using various new media tools and through deliberate processes of selecting 
and assembling experiences, thoughts, memories, actions and passions into meaningful, narrative 
wholes. This paper combines the two key concepts of narrative identity and bricolage to argue that 
the process of sharing life stories, such as occurs through Heywire, serves a unique and valuable 
purpose. It supports individuals to make sense of personal experiences, and to craft and express 
their own identities in purposeful and meaningful ways. 
 
 
Heywire 
 
Heywire is a nation-wide storytelling project and competition that invites 16-22 year olds who live in 
rural and regional parts of Australia to contribute short, personal narratives about their lives to the 
Heywire website (http://abc.net.au/heywire). The project is managed by the Australian national 
broadcaster, the Australian Broadcasting Corporation (ABC), and aims to provide non-metropolitan 
young people with an opportunity and a space in which to describe what life in rural, regional or 
remote Australia is like for them, and express their views on subjects that are important to them. 
More than 500 young Australians contribute stories to Heywire each year, using a variety of media 
including audio, video, photograph as well as text-based narratives. These stories vary in tone and 
style – some are similar to personal essays, while others are based on anecdotes and memories – yet 
they are in general characterised by their sincerity, warmth, and the simplicity of their telling. While 
the ABC regards the Heywire project as a significant platform from which rural and regional youth 
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can have their voices more widely heard and for enabling young people to contribute to positive 
change in rural and regional communities (Heywire 2014), this paper argues that the project is also 
offering this cohort a unique and valuable opportunity for making meaning of their experiences and 
for creating their own identities in the process.  
 Since its creation in 20081 the Heywire website has functioned somewhat like a blog that is 
managed by the ABC and invites story contributions and participation from rural and regional youth. 
Upon visiting the homepage of the Heywire website, visitors to the site will see news articles written 
by ABC staff and Heywire producers; several tabs providing information about the Heywire project, 
and then young people’s stories listed from the bottom half of the webpage. The most recent story 
contributions listed on the website’s homepage, after which there are nearly 500 other pages of 
stories dating back to mid-2008. In order to contribute their stories to the website, rural and 
regional youth create a membership and username, and personalise a profile page by filling in an 
‘About me’ section and uploading a profile picture. The ABC encourages youth to use the website as 
they might a personal blog, regularly sharing text stories, photographs, short videos and any other 
pieces of media they choose. Further, youth are encouraged to view and engage with the stories of 
others, and there is a comment function which enables them to express their views on other 
people’s narratives.  
At the time of the Heywire website’s creation in 2008, the ABC clearly envisaged that it 
would be a dynamic, interactive storytelling, story-sharing space which would enable young people 
to connect with like-minded peers and “interact freely” in a “safe and protected space” (Sadov 2009, 
3). A Heywire Resource Guide produced in 2009 when the website was quite new likened it to 
Facebook and YouTube, stating “(i)t’s an ABC space used to create an online community” (ibid). 
However, through observing the website and analysing young people’s participation in this space it 
is obvious that the website is not interactive in the same way as social networking sites; it does not 
provide the communicative functions such as chat or messenger that social networks do; the 
comment function is rarely used; and youth tend not to personalise their profile pages with ‘About 
me’ information or photographs. By and large, the primary use of the website is simply to upload 
short, life stories. It is as such clear that young people do not find the website useful for connecting 
and communicating with others, and it is therefore largely ineffective as an online community. To 
interpret these factors as major failings, or purely as evidence that the website has not lived up to all 
of the ABC’s hopes, would be to completely ignore the affordances of Heywire that are highly useful 
and very unique from social networks, blogs and a video-sharing site. The Heywire website is unique 
1 In July 2014 there were some changes to the structure and functionality of the Heywire website; however the 
research discussed in this paper refers to the website’s functionality and the ways youth used this space prior 
to these changes.  
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in the way it is provides a space and an opportunity for rural and regional young people to create 
and express identities through sharing stories about their lives.  
The explicit focus on storytelling differentiates the Heywire website and its affordances in 
terms of identity and self-representation from the multitude of other online spaces and new media 
tools that young people use routinely to express their views and represent their lives. While the 
notion that mediated environments provide particularly interesting opportunities for identity 
construction is widespread in youth and new media research (see for example …), life-storytelling 
projects such as Heywire are explicitly spaces for narrative identity. That is, an identity that is 
created from and specific to the story told. By inviting young people to tell their own stories on the 
Heywire website, in their own voices and using their choice of media, the ABC is supporting this 
cohort to represent their own lives and identities, both to themselves and to others. This paper 
considers how the stories that young people share on the Heywire website are highly considered 
and purposeful assemblages of memories, experiences, actions and thoughts, sites of identity 
construction and tools for self-representation. Through analysing two young people’s use of the 
Heywire website and the stories that they have authored and shared, two different ways in which 
identity is built through processes of narrative and bricolage are demonstrated. 
 
Narrative identity  
Creating and sharing stories about our lives – the dual process known as ‘storytelling’ – is a 
fundamental part of human life. People interpret and make meaning from their experiences, 
constructing their identities and represent themselves through authoring narratives about their 
lives. Of interest here is the way narratives are tools for self-interpretation and the means through 
which identities are created and represented, both to the self and to other human beings. 
Importantly, life narratives are not only central to recounting experience; stories also constitute our 
present understanding of ourselves and our world. Therefore this paper considers narratives as life-
telling, as well as a central feature of ‘life-making’ (Bruner 2004, 692). According to Harter, Japp and 
Beck, “we narratively construct and understand what we call our lives, creating ourselves in the 
process and shaping our existence in particular ways. We rely on narrative to engage in sense-
making … and to figure out how to be in the world” (Harter, Japp and Beck 2008, 10). Opportunities 
for creating and sharing personal stories through narrative and digital tools, such as those afforded 
by projects like Heywire, usefully engage people in important processes of sense-making, self-
reflection and self-interpretation. Individuals make meaning of their lives and selves and craft and 
represent their identities through the narratives they share such projects. For people who have 
traditionally had their identities represented for them by others, such as youth, storytelling, 
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combined with the affordances of new, digital technologies, offer a highly accessibly and powerful 
medium for self-interpretation and for identity creation and expression. 
Narrative involves a unique process of conferring meaning and organising memories, 
experiences, thoughts and actions into a comprehensible order. For Ricoeur, storytelling creates 
“significant wholes out of scattered events ... To tell and to follow a story”, he writes, “is already to 
reflect on events in order to encompass them in successive wholes” (1980, 178). Narrative is thus 
useful as an organising tool. By telling stories we make meaning from our experiences, organise 
them into a logical sequence, and “provide a public shape for what ordinarily remains “chaotic, 
obscure, and mute,”” (Polkinghorne 1988, 134). Ricoeur’s writings indicate that the practice of 
storytelling provides the most suitable structure for us to organise and sequence our experiences. 
Through the narrative process we can represent our lives to ourselves and to other human beings.  
Borrowing from narrative theory and referring to fictional devices, Ricoeur positions 
individuals as characters within their own life stories (1992, 141). As characters, people take control 
over their stories and produce their individual identities in connection with them. Ricoeur explains 
the relationship between experiences, story and identity, writing “(a) story is made out of events to 
the extent that plot makes the events into a story” (1980, 171). Furthermore, it is through story that 
people – who he describes as actors and characters – craft their own, personal (as opposed to social) 
identities. This, he specifies is narrative identity. It is an identity connected wholly to the particular 
events featured within the story told: 
The person, understood as a character in a story, is not an entity distinct 
from his or her “experiences.” Quite the opposite: the person shares the 
condition of dynamic identity peculiar to the story recounted. The narrative 
constructs the identity of the character, what can be called his or her 
narrative identity, in constructing that of the story told. It is the identity of 
the story that makes the identity of the character (Ricoeur 1992, 147-148). 
In establishing the fundamental link between narrative and identity Ricoeur makes it clear that since 
stories ‘make’ identities, different narratives must produce different identities. We each have within 
us an infinite repertoire of memories, experiences, ideas, hopes and goals, all of which can be 
interpreted and recounted in various ways, thus enabling us to produce our identities as multiple 
and variable, open to change and reversioning. As Ricoeur suggests, narrative submits identity to 
“imaginative variations” (Ricoeur 1992, 150). Narrative identities must therefore be understood as 
possible interpretations of self which are by no means only, and as versions of identity which are 
infinitely variable. 
 Ricoeur’s concept of narrative identity helps to describe one of the tensions inherent in the 
notion of identity. That is, the idea that our identity is fixed and permanent, pertaining to an 
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inherent self, as opposed to a construction that is malleable and in flux, able to be shaped and 
reshaped to suit changing circumstances. Narrative identity is for Ricoeur centrally important as the 
‘mediator’ between two main dimensions of personal identity and their corresponding models of 
‘permanence in time’: identity as sameness (idem-identity) and identity as selfhood (ipse-identity) 
(Ricoeur 1992, 118-119). Ricoeur demonstrates that through narrative individuals reconcile these 
two polarities of personal identity. He argues that it is in the “milieu” between idem and ipse that 
the notion of narrative identity comes to occupy (1992, 124). As Truc concisely summarises, “(t)he 
narrative plays precisely the role of a mediator between these two poles, as it represents the 
oscillator whose movement gives birth to identity” (Truc 2011, 153). As the ‘oscillator’, constantly 
moving between identity as sameness (that which we share with others) and identity as selfhood (an 
inherent core of being), narrative activity produces an identity that is neither simply idem nor ipse; 
rather, narrative identity is a dynamic, mobile form of identity that exists somewhere in between. 
 Narrative identity becomes important as a tool through which we make sense of and 
articulate multiple, intersecting aspects of our identities. It allows for a mobile, dynamic form of 
identity which is partially our core sense of self and partially the way we identify with others and 
present ourselves to the world. Ricoeur’s concept of narrative identity explicitly demonstrates that 
through life narrative individuals “can attempt to reunite sameness and selfhood, to combine being 
in society with being apart from it” (Truc 2011, 154). Narrative becomes important as a tool through 
which people can form a logical and coherent sense of their lives and identities. According to 
Leyshon and Bull, “narrative is the process by which the chaos of circumstance is given cogency” 
(2011, 165).  
Narrative is clearly a useful tool for ‘pinning identity down’ as something fixed, stable and 
coherent; yet, narrative identity also naturally reveals people’s sense of self and their social 
articulations of identity as multiple and in flux. As suggested in Ricoeur’s concept of narrative 
identity, an identity is only stable insofar as it is specific to the story told. Describing the relationship 
between the individual and his or her storied self, Ricoeur writes: “the character preserves 
throughout the story an identity correlative to that of the story itself” (Ricoeur 1992, 143). The 
narrative establishes an identity that is therefore specific only to the narrative; identities can 
therefore be reauthored through new stories. Understanding narratives as versions or 
interpretations of self, and accepting narrative identities as multiple and variable, does not 
undermine storytelling’s usefulness as a mode of self-interpretation or self-representation. 
Narratives are acts of agency and control, signifying moments where people take control of their 
self-perceptions and self-representations, making and remaking their identities through telling 
stories about their experiences. The process of storytelling, in which the storyteller assembles and 
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applies meaning to her or his experiences and actively builds and articulates an identity, can be 
summed up as bricolage – a concept which suits the notion that identity is a process and a 
construction.  
 
Bricolage 
The process of creating narratives, and subsequently the act of authoring narrative identities, can 
usefully be conceptualised as a bricolage. Narrative involves assembling and sequencing scattered 
experiences and thoughts into meaningful wholes. Both meaning and identity emerge in the 
particular way in which experiences are arranged and assembled. The ways in which storytelling 
occurs on the Heywire website is a demonstration of both narrative and identity as bricolage. 
Through creating and sharing stories about their lives on the Heywire website, using a mixture of 
photographs, videos, text and audio, young people's identities emerge as creative and deliberate 
assemblages of symbolic artefacts such as memories and experiences, as well as physical objects, 
such as photographs and images. The fact these stories are constructed using digital tools and 
shared via the internet highlights the sense that these stories are assemblages. The hyperlinked, 
non-linear nature of new media and the internet means that authoring one’s identity for an online 
space involves arranging and assembling numerous, sometimes contradictory fragments. It also 
enables identities to be shaped and reshaped to suit changing circumstances. Identities, like life 
narratives and bricolage, are a continual process and appear in a continual state of versioning.  
 Bricolage is a term that is frequently applied to analyses of identity. The term ‘bricolage’ 
“generally refers to the act of constructing an artefact” using materials that are readily available 
(Jackson and Hogg 2010, 71). The ‘bricoleur’, or, one who constructs a bricolage, assembles a variety 
of ‘found’ objects – such as signs and symbols from everyday life – and appropriates or repurposes 
these to fulfil their own intentions. Bricolage is simultaneously process and product: as a process, it 
involves arranging and rearranging fragments; as a product, it is always a work in progress and never 
complete, yet it can’t be regarded as incomplete, either. As such, the term lends naturally to the 
notion that identity is something to be constructed and performed, rather than something we 
inherently are. Furthermore, describing identities as bricolage complements the notion that people’s 
identities are not fixed or static, but are continually changing and developing. Beyond the analysis of 
identities, bricolage is a useful and suitable concept for describing online environments. According to 
Deuze, “(o)n the World Wide Web, bricolage is evident in the ways in which we click, publish, and 
link our way online” (2006, 70). Discussing personal homepages he asserts “no version of the 
resulting text need be regarded as final—completion may be endlessly deferred in the medium in 
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which everything is always ‘under construction’ (online)” (ibid). This clearly applies equally to the 
web pages in which people construct and project an identity. 
 
fishergirl and Mikayli 
On the Heywire website the identities of rural and regional youth are constructed and articulated 
through the stories they share in this space. Young people draw on the ‘objects’ or resources that 
they have ‘at hand’ and can identify with, though these may not be objects in the physical sense. 
Rather, Heywire narratives comprise both tangible and intangible artefacts which young people 
arrange and project to represent their lives and identities. For example, Heywire contributor 
fishergirl95 became a Heywire member in July 2012 and uploaded a 700 word text story entitled 
‘Fishing is My Life’, in which she describes living and working on her family’s Spanish mackerel 
trawler. fishergirl gives a brief overview of her life and describes her decision to leave boarding 
school after year 10 and return home to the Gulf of Carpentaria to work with her parents on the 
trawler. She writes, “(f)or as long as I can remember, I’ve wanted to be just like mum and dad, and 
go fishing out in the big, blue, open sea.” fishergirl95 has included two photographs of herself – one 
accompanying her story, and another as her profile picture – where she is captured holding fish she 
is proud to have caught by herself. 
In her autobiographical piece fishergirl depicts a number of experiences that are of 
particular importance to her, and she uses these purposefully and artfully to shape a self to 
represent to others on the Heywire website. For instance, she writes about boarding school, “which 
isn’t as bad as most kids will make out … Still I felt left out of what was happening on the boat”, and 
describes the way she eagerly anticipated the holidays when she could return to her family and join 
them in their work out at sea. The structure of fishergirl’s story and the way she refers to and 
presents her thoughts and memories reveal a purposeful and decisive process in which personal 
artefacts such as memories and photographs become tools for representing the self in a particular 
way. fishergirl writes, “(t)he family photo albums show that fishing is something I’ve always loved. At 
every opportunity, I’ve had a hook and sinker on the bottom of the ocean, keeping the good fish for 
dinner and kissing the little ones and gently placing them back”. Each experience that fishergirl has 
selected to share in her narrative and each image she creates through her descriptions are centred 
on two core ideas – family and experiences out at sea. As such her story is focussed, has a clear 
direction and solid conclusion. fishergirl authors herself with purpose and self-assuredness: she is a 
confident young person, certain of the decisions she has made, and proud to identify herself through 
the work that she loves. 
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fishergirl’s Heywire profile page indicates her most recent activity on the Heywire website 
has been to comment on several other young people’s Heywire contributions. Commenting on other 
people’s work to this extent has is unusual on the Heywire website where the caption ‘No comments 
yet!’ appears on the vast majority of young people’s stories. fishergirl’s comments on other people’s 
stories add layers and depth to her own self-representation. In her comments she expresses her 
opinion on a broad variety of subjects, sometimes offering encouragement, praise, or condolences, 
and, on other occasions, challenging other viewpoints. 
Like life stories, narrative identities are episodic and reveal people as ‘becomings rather than 
beings’ through the depiction of small moments, isolated experiences, reflections of past events and 
anticipations for future actions.  fishergirl’s frequent use of the Heywire website exemplifies these 
ideas. All of fishergirl95’s participation on the Heywire website – the act of composing her own story 
and selecting photographs of herself in addition to the responses she offers others – are identity 
fragments, the sum of which equates to her unique, nuanced self-representation. The nature of the 
internet means that the image, or identity, that fishergirl95 displays is never fully formed or fixed; 
rather, as many studies of mediated or digital identity demonstrate, through new, digital media 
identities are produced as multiple, shifting and transitory (Kellner 1995; Buckingham 2008, 6-8; Ito 
et al. 2010, 37). fishergirl95’s self-representation is in a continual state of development and change 
as she describes her life and articulates her opinions. Her participation on the Heywire website 
constitutes a continuing process of self-representation and self-creation that involves layering, and 
her identity therefore appears highly malleable and fluid.  
In addition, though, and quite contradictorily, in mediated environments including blogs, 
profile pages, and on websites such as Heywire’s, identities are constructed and preserved so they 
can be viewed by the self and others. In this way, they are also somewhat fixed or permanent. 
Mediated identities can as such be understood as partially permanent entities: they are crafted, 
articulated and given a material quality which means they can be revisited, added to, subtracted 
from, and entirely reconstructed. For Ricoeur, the value of narrative in people’s lives is that it 
provides a tool for interpretation and organisation of our lives, experiences and identities; and yet, 
this does not mean people have one, unchanging identity nor one ‘fixed’ by narrative. Rather, as 
Gottschall argues, we continue to add to, update, ‘edit, rewrite and embellish’ our personal 
narratives for the rest of our lives (2012, 176). In doing so, narratively constructing our identities 
appears a “reflexive project” which involves ongoing processes of self-reflection, self-interpretation, 
and choice-making (Giddens 2000, 252-253). 
Mikayli’s use of the Heywire website differs from fishergirl’s, and is an example of a 
bricolage in a different sense. While fishergirl’s process of self-representation is a gradual 
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emergence and her identity shifts and changes through her continual use of the website, Mikalyi’s 
identity and self-representation is constituted through one multi-layered story which relies heavily 
on metaphor and cultural references for meaning. In her story, entitled ‘Devil’s Lair’, Mikayli reflects 
on and describes her troubled relationship with her mother and her experience of being turned out 
of her family home. The story reflects her attempt to organise and express her feelings, interpret her 
experiences and negotiate her life and identity in light of them.  
‘Devil’s Lair’ is a series of pictures with a voiceover, and a combination of poetry analysis and 
personal experience. The story is an amalgamation of illustrations and photographs taken from the 
internet; screen-shots of her mobile phone; famous classic paintings; text boxes containing quotes 
from the poem; and voiceover in which she describes past events, feelings, current sights and 
sounds, and raises ideas about the future. The story conveys multiple emotions including loneliness, 
loss, ‘shattered hopes’ and despair, as well as her concerns for her future. She combines memories 
of her past with imagined circumstances and events, and moves between observations of what she 
can currently see and hear to thoughts about her future. While Mikayli’s story is quite clearly about 
real and significant events in her life, the story language is highly metaphoric, poetic, and rife with 
imagery, imagined possibilities and applied meanings. She describes: 
My eyes critically analysed a cheery family taking a casual stroll as the sun 
slowly set, casting a luminous orange setting on the street outside the 
hotel. Ejected like a DVD from a player, one by one, familiarity, routine, 
education and determination flew out the window, propelled by the 
gushing wind. While I inspected the happy family, I could see them 
escaping, leaving me helpless and despairing. I am at the world’s mercy, 
and I must do as it says. (http://www.abc.net.au/heywire/video.html?id=ad50ded8-
95a8-47e0-b695-161ce080f429) 
Mikayli uses her description of the happy family to reflect on her own family circumstances and 
convey her sense of loss. She relies on her imagination to interpret the things around her in a way 
that helps her make sense of her own experiences. Importantly, while her particular interpretations 
and the way she applies meaning is not strictly ‘real’ – for instance, the family she is watching does 
not actually ‘leave’ her – the metaphor that the happy family construct has escaped her is a tool she 
draws on to make sense of her own experiences and describe them to others. 
While Mikayli’s story conveys uncertainty, pain and worry, it is purposefully constructed and 
reveals attempts to connect, organise and convey her experiences. Mikayli uses both tangible and 
intangible artefacts such as images, phrases from poetry, and memories and thoughts to construct 
her identity. The images she has chosen to accompany her voiceover make references to popular 
culture and ancient history, including text from a 19th century Australian poem, a 16th century 
painting, an image of Roman gladiators fighting, and references to Christianity. The combination of 
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cultural references and personal feeling and memory is interesting, since it is the particular 
combination of both that constitutes Mikayli’s purposeful and personal self-representation, and also 
what enables it to be understood as bricolage. Mikayli’s story is a combination of cultural artefacts 
such as modern poetry and famous paintings which she has repurposed to suit her own intentions as 
a storyteller, as well as very personal references to her own world. In terms of identity, Mikayli has 
drawn on personal experiences and fears as well as her identification with texts and images. As such, 
her identity is multidimensional, constructed from numerous elements such as images, memories of 
the past, and feelings about the present and future. She synthesises and projects these through the 
narrative she has shared on the Heywire website. 
 Mikayli’s identity can understood as “a bricolage of the here … a narrative of what is at 
hand” (Leyshon and Bull 2011, 163). ‘At hand’ Mikayli has her experiences, memories of the past, 
and her feelings about what they mean to her ‘here’ and ‘now’. Her assemblage of memories with 
their interpretation produces her identity as located or positioned within time, place and 
circumstance. Leyshon and Bull develop their concept of ‘a bricolage of the here’ by drawing 
together three themes: memory, identity and narrative, and applying these in a discussion of young, 
rural people’s narratives of place and identity. They posit memory as central to identity, arguing that 
through using, shaping and arranging different ‘memory-images’, people  
create a logical and coherent sense of self through an evolving and fluid 
encounter with the world. These memory-images are to a certain extent 
spontaneous, in essence, found; however, the way that they are put 
together is an articulation of their meaning (Leyshon and Bull 2011, 163).  
Echoing this chapter’s earlier discussions of narrative as meaning-making and self-making, Leyshon 
and Bull’s concept of ‘a bricolage of the here’ demonstrates how both meaning and identity emerge 
in the particular way in which experiences are arranged and assembled; while memory images are 
‘found’ or spontaneous, therefore, their assemblage is not unconscious. Rather, through an active 
process of narrative, “the lived self is given meaning and structure” (Leyshon and Bull 2011, 164). 
Drawing on Ricoeur’s concepts of narrative identity, Leyshon and Bull argue that narratives signify 
logical, cogent configurations of events and experiences, and ‘capture’ reflexive interpretations and 
reinterpretations of the self (ibid, 166). Efforts to organise, interpret, and to find and communicate 
meaning are evident in Mikayli’s story. She assembles reflections on past events – such as her 
troubled family life and relationship with her mother – with present experiences of loss and 
loneliness. In addition, she reflects on and extracts meaning from the sights and sounds of the world 
around her, literally shaping and moulding these in order for them to apply to her own situation and 
help her interpret her own experiences and sense of self. 
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Bricolage and identity construction can be applied to any number of places – online and 
offline – where people represent themselves through appropriating and assembling various ‘objects’ 
from culture, and patching together memories, thoughts and experiences that they feel are part of 
who they are. What is interesting and distinctive about narrative identity though, is that while 
individuals may craft self-representations through bits and pieces, and identities may thus appear 
quite fragmentary, narrative can be viewed as an organisational tool. Leyshon and Bull (2011) argue 
that though a poetics of narrative, individuals may structure the fragmentary parts of their identities 
into a coherent articulation of self. They argue that personal narrative, or, the stories we tell of 
ourselves, “is an active process through which coherence is woven through the complexities of 
everyday life” (Leyshon and Bull 2011, 165).  
The purposefulness of narrative identities, as opposed to other kinds of identity 
construction, is particularly noticeable in life storytelling projects such as Heywire. For example, 
while Heywire participant Mikayli shared an open-ended story that lacks a sense of closure, her 
purposeful, considered assemblage of text and images and her carefully chosen words are indicative 
of a conscious and deliberate interpretation of experiences and representation of self. Each image, 
including the screen shots of her mobile phone, pictures from the internet, and classic paintings are 
highly meaningful choices; the slide show of images is timed to correspond with words and themes 
in her voiceover and add emphasis to her story. Mikayli’s identity is therefore a highly purposeful 
construction, created through a montage of words and images. It is also precise and situated, 
constructed in response to a specific experience and through her association with particular 
constructs such as school and family. Mikayli’s story relies heavily on the discourse of ‘happy family’ 
but it is constructed through the absence of this. Her references to her absent mother and the 
comparisons she makes between her own situation and that of the “cheery family” she sees on the 
street means her identity is constructed in terms of what she lacks. On her profile page Mikayli 
states that she has recently been declared an independent; however her story does not convey the 
sense of agency or control that this statement evokes. The difference between the identity 
constituted through her narrative and her identification of herself suggests changes in, or the 
multiplicity of, her self-perception and self-representation.  
Despite the obvious deliberation and the purposefulness of her identity construction, the 
lack of closure in Mikayli’s story and her palpable uncertainty about her identity and future means 
her identity appears fragile and in flux, as though it can and will shift depending on changes in her 
circumstances and as she responds to new experiences. Mikayli’s story thus reveals something of the 
paradoxical nature of identities: the stories people tell of themselves and the way they represent 
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themselves to themselves and others are deliberate, organised constructions; yet they are also 
multiple, transitory and ongoing. 
On the Heywire website, young people can be viewed as bricoleurs who construct and 
represent a self-image through bringing many, various and often contradictory elements of their 
lives together. Drawing on Ricoeur, in addition to Leyshon and Bull, storytelling is a process of 
negotiating the fragments, and contrasting experiences and pieces of ‘life’, and it is a way of 
imposing meaning upon them. Most of the time, then, on the Heywire website, young people 
articulate a narrative identity that is coherent and assured – a representation of self can be 
organised through the process of constructing a personal story that will be related to others. The 
identities young people craft for the Heywire website are purposeful and deliberate as they select 
which experiences, memories, ideas and opinions to share, and how to represent and communicate 
them. In this research, describing young people’s Heywire identities as bricolage demonstrates how 
representing the self is a deliberate and ongoing practice of assembling small, fragmentary 
experiences; narrative offers a tool for organising these, and for articulating them with some 
coherence. 
 
Conclusion 
Ricoeur’s concept of narrative identity, here applied to a contemporary youth life storytelling 
project, reveals some of the unique and valuable affordances that the opportunity and space for 
creating and telling life stories can provide in terms of identity and self-representation. As can be 
seen in the ways young people share narratives on the Heywire website, narrative offers an 
accessible, useful tool through which young people make meaning of their lives, and craft and 
articulate their identities in light of their experiences. Although the majority of young people in 
media-rich countries such as Australia have numerous tools and spaces, both online and off, where 
they may create identities and express themselves, narrative identities are particularly thoughtful, 
considered and deliberate assemblages of experiences, memories, actions and passions. The 
concept of bricolage effectively encompasses the way identities are created and expressed through 
narratives of self. Bricolage complements Ricoeur’s theory of narrative identity by supporting an 
understanding of identity as a stable, coherent sense of self, while accepting that individuals will 
continue to reauthor their identities throughout their lives. As evidenced in fishergirl and Mikayli’s 
uses of the Heywire website, the constructedness and layerdness of storytelling and identity 
creation is highlighted by the nature of the online environment, as is identity’s contradictory nature: 
something fixed and stable, while simultaneously subject to change and variation. Narratives crafted 
and expressed online via a website such as Heywire are, as such, useful processes and tools for 
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organising experiences and for articulating one’s identity as a deliberate and conscious construction, 
while at the same time multiple and variable. 
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